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ABSTRACT 
The discussion of corporate sustainability (CS) is hindered by a 
lack of definitional clarity of the concept of CS and neighboring 
concepts. Therefore in this paper a framework of corporate 
sustainability is constructed from information derived from 
guidelines concerning corporate sustainability. Within this 
framework, a differentiation between sustainability performance and 
its managerial antecedents is undertaken. This permits a 
differentiated appraisal of formal as well as informal prerequisites 
for sustainability performance within companies, enabling to tackle 
the immense increase of complexity of decision owed to corporate 
adherence to the goal of sustainability. Furthermore, it enables the 
analysis of different definitions of the concept of corporate social 
responsibility as well as of their relation to the concept of CS and 
sustainable development.  
 
Introduction 
In the Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, named ‘Our 
Common Future’, sustainable development is described as ‘development that meets the needs 
of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs’ (WCED, p.54). To achieve this goal, economic, environmental and social 
principles have to be addressed simultaneously (Bansal 2005, p. 197) by a comprehensive 
concept of sustainable development.  
Since sustainability issues affect society as a whole and since sustainability depends on 
various societal actors, it can only be attained through the consistent action of these actors “as 
the accumulated effects of daily acts of billions of eager participants” (Hawken 1993, p. xv). 
Consumers (WCED, p.55) as well as industries and governments (WCED, p. 321) need to 
contribute to sustainable development to render this goal achievable. Since companies are the 
dominant institution on the planet and due to the fact that they are the potential promoters of 
economic prosperity and simultaneously affecting the environmental and the social sphere to 
a major degree, the influence of companies needs to be taken into account when sustainable 
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societal development is investigated and measures are looked for to promote it (Hawken 
1993). Be corporate sustainability a societal goal per se as described above or be it an 
instrument to gain competitive advantage (Sharma and Vredenburg 1998; Hart 1995), the 
provision for sustainability enlarges the focus of organizational reasoning considerably. 
Because the three spheres of sustainability – economy, ecology and society - are “inextricably 
connected and internally interdependent” (Bansal 2002), the contribution of companies to 
sustainable development - corporate sustainability - needs to be addressed in a framework that 
combines economic, environmental and social considerations to analyze the simultaneous 
impact of companies on these three spheres. And not only for the sake of “conceptual 
completeness or tidiness” (Zadek 1999) but also to understand the trade-offs and various 
implications relevant for organizational decisionmaking (Keeble et al. 2003). 
The sustainability of a company is mainly observable in the performance in the three spheres 
described and this performance can be seen as the actual CS, highlighting the actual 
contributions to sustainable development. These visible factors are answers for the question 
what a company can add to sustainable development.  
But sustainability performance as an intended outcome of organizational processes or at least 
of an orientation towards sustainability has antecedents within a firm which can be seen as the 
pre-condition for CS, dealing with the governance of sustainability. This prerequisite for CS 
can be understood as the answer to the question how a company can achieve sustainability 
performance. Accordingly, a framework of CS has to take into account those two aspects and 
it should be possible to locate organizational elements as pre-conditions for sustained positive 
contributions to sustainable development as well as these contributions and to relate these 
aspects.  
This paper offers a delineation of the notion of corporate sustainability. By means of a 
framework corporate contributions to all three spheres of sustainability are integrated. 
Moreover, it introduces the differentiation between sustainability performance and 
sustainability competencies, allowing to identify not only the performance of a company in 
these domains, but also the pre-conditions for this performance, overcoming commingling of 
these two categories often observable in practice. Thereby commonalities with neighboring 
concepts, which are often confused with CS, can be explicated and differences can be 
underlined. 
Because of the only partial legal implementation of sustainability, sustainable action certainly 
has a discretionary component and this link of voluntariness bridges corporate sustainability 
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and the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR) which emphasizes the voluntary 
contributions of companies to society. 
The paper is structured as follows: after describing corporate sustainability as the corporate 
contribution to sustainable development, elements of this concept will be analyzed according 
to a review of the most popular guidelines concerning sustainability and corporate 
sustainability. Since it becomes apparent that these address the sustainability-relevant output 
of companies (corporate sustainability performance) on the one hand and the organizational 
mechanisms enabling this output on the other, corporate sustainability performance is defined 
as actual corporate sustainability, as an answer to the question ‘what can be a corporate 
contribution to sustainable development?’. Within this context, the relation of corporate 
sustainability and CSR and will be discussed. Subsequently, organizational pre-conditions of 
sustainability performance are separated and utilized to define sustainability competencies as 
the totality of intra-organizational processes and elements leading to sustainability 
performance/CS. The elements of sustainability competencies can be seen as the answer to the 
question ‘how to achieve corporate sustainability performance?’. 
By graphically relating and further differentiating these concepts a framework is elaborated to 
make it possible to visualize the elements of corporate sustainability and its pre-conditions 
with the aim to facilitate the systematic analysis of these different facets. Furthermore, the 
utilisation as a tool for the analysis of the degree of implementation of sustainability within a 
company is outlined. After the discussion of limitations of the proposed model, starting points 
for modifications and directions for further research are considered. 
 
Corporate Sustainability 
Facing a multiplicity of definitions of and approaches to sustainability (Stubbs and Cocklin 
2008), reference to the most popular document defining sustainability, the Report of the 
World Commission on Environment and Development, seems an appropriate starting point 
for the analysis of corporate sustainability. On a theoretical systems level, sustainability can 
be seen as long-term system maintenance (Crane and Matten 2004, p. 22). Following WCED 
definition of sustainability (WCED 1987) cited above, many versions of this concept have 
been elaborated. Despite considerable differences between them, sustainability can be 
regarded as concerning the ecological sphere as well as the economy and the social sphere 
(Scott et al. 2000). This multi-dimensionality of the concept of sustainability prevents 
unambiguous optimization (Spangenberg 2004) and renders the analysis of sustainability a 
complex task. 
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In theory, these three spheres of sustainability are also seen as constituents of corporate 
sustainability (Bansal 2005), which is one important contributor to sustainable development 
(Hart and Milstein 2003), as companies generate and distribute wealth as well as affect and 
transform societies and the ecosystem. Having acknowledged its important role in sustainable 
development, business increasingly endeavors to contribute to this development 
(Schmidheiny and Business Council for Sustainable Development 1992), as can be seen in the 
increasing number of initiatives (e.g. Global Compact, Global Reporting Initiative) and 
different types of corporate non-financial reports such as sustainability- or CSR-reports (see 
below). This indicates that the initial concentration of firms on the economic sphere of 
sustainability described by Bansal (2002, p.124) makes way for a broader understanding of 
the role of business in the process of sustainable development. 
Nonetheless, despite growing consensus on the interconnected effect of companies on all 
three spheres of sustainability, different views on CS are still centred on one of these spheres 
(Russel et al. 2007), especially environmental management (Crane and Matten 2004, p. 24; 
Jennings and Zandbergen 1995 and Shrivastava 1995 as examples), disregarding the social 
(Sharma and Ruud 2003) and the economic sphere. Concentrations on only two of the three 
spheres can also be found (Rondinelli and Berry 2000; Deloitte 2008). 
In contrast to this, a comprehensive view on corporate sustainability needs to simultaneously 
take into account the influence of companies on each of these spheres (Bansal 2005, p. 199). 
Be businesses the only institution capable of achieving sustainability, as some theorists argue 
(Gladwin et al. 1995, p.899), or be it only one wheel of sustainability besides the consumers 
and governments (Shrivastava 1995, p. 937), it is necessary to ask which particular 
contributions a company can give to this goal. The fact that the concept of sustainable 
development is essentially oriented towards the society as a whole poses some difficulties to 
companies to identify their relevance for sustainability and find concrete steps and measures 
to contribute to it (Kiewiet and Voss 2007, p.4). An abstract approximation can be gained by 
describing the impact of companies onthe different spheres relevant for sustainable 
development. 
Due to the creation of value by generating a customer surplus (Bowman and Ambrosini 
2000), revenue for owners or shareholders and employment, income for employees as well as 
the generation of innovation, business is seen as potential source of development (WBCSD 
2005). For analytical purposes, economic sustainability can be further divided into an area of 
value creation directly important for economic success and an area of further reaching 
contributions to the economy (Rufer and Huber 2001). Many aspects of sustainable 
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development certainly can be best achieved by means of efficiency and innovation, generated 
by open, competitive, rightly framed international markets (see WBCSD 2002, p.3). However, 
since the right frame is not always given (Matten and Crane 2005; Scherer and Palazzo 2007), 
companies have the responsibility not to exhaust all given possibilities regardless of the 
impact of their actions on economy, ecosystem and society. 
Intrinsically linked to economic development, changes in the ecosystem necessarily occur 
(WCED 1987, p.56). According to the principle of sustainable development, these changes 
need to be restricted to an extent that allows the ecosystem to recreate and to provide the same 
resources taken presently to future generations. Just as economic and ecological systems are 
interlinked, both these systems directly influence the ability of people to satisfy their needs, 
be it in respect to food, clothing and shelter, but also in respect to a nationally and 
internationally equitable distribution of wealth. So at the core of the concept of corporate 
sustainability is the idea that to foster sustainability, companies must take into account not 
only economic considerations, but also consider their effects on the ecological and social 
sphere within their calculus. Assuming that market-mechanisms not always lead to desirable 
outcomes, especially in non-market-spheres, companies must not concentrate on competition, 
trusting in the invisible hand to find optimal solutions for all problems, but rather need to 
consider actions that are not always justifiable by pure market-logics to correct these 
imperfections of market-mechanisms (Schreyögg 2008). 
Companies profit from the ecological and the social sphere by using natural resources and 
workforce to generate profit in the economic sphere. Logically sustained economical success 
can only be achieved if the company can resort to an intact ecological and social sphere. 
Reducing negative impacts on these two domains is therefore a necessary condition for 
sustained economic success. Moreover, companies concentrate considerable financial 
resources as well as technological knowledge and institutional power (Shrivastava 1995) and 
this combination makes them indispensable for sustainable development. 
Environmental management as one contribution to sustainable development (Williamson et al. 
2006) can add to this goal in a twofold manner: on the one hand, the use of resources needs to 
be constrained to the rate of their reproduction if they are renewable or need to be substituted 
if they are non-renewable (Dyllick and Hockerts 2002, p. 133) On the other hand, negative 
effects on the ecosystem need to be reduced in form of pollution prevention (Bansal 2005, 
p.199). Without the maintained functioning of the ecosystem, enterprises would lose their 
basis of operation and therefore sustainable economic activity needs to take into account the 
mentioned factors.  
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Regarding the social sphere, since Freeman’s introduction of the stakeholder approach 
(Freeman 1984) firms’ responsibility not only for the shareholders, but also for all the other 
groups of society being affected by its activities is considered. This approach can be regarded 
as the possibility of opening of corporate reasoning for extra-economic considerations. Even 
if often understood only as a perspective for additional value creation (Jensen 2002), some 
approaches underline the intrinsic value of the stakeholder groups (e.g. Donaldson and 
Preston 1995) beyond profit maximization. Companies’ contributions to social sustainability 
can best be systemized with models of corporate social responsibility. If one leaves aside the 
problems concerning the definitional separation of social and environmental sustainability 
caused by Carrolls definition of environmental issues as social issues (Carroll 1979) as well as 
the lack of normative orientation (Scherer 2003), this concept and its further developments 
(Wood 1991) can be used as a starting point to describe and systemize the ways companies 
modify their impact according to societal concerns.  
Hence business as a societal actor generating wealth as well as influencing both the ecological 
and the social sphere can be seen as an important potential promoter of sustainable 
development. Even if this overview is quite general and if there are considerable industry- and 
even company-specific features, it makes clear that almost every company from a micro-scale 
business up to a transnational corporation has some influence on the goal of sustainable 
development. 
Sustainability on corporate level does not only concern product design and processes, but also 
the design of companies and their value chains (Elkington 2006, p. 524). As conventional 
organizational models mainly disregard factors other than economic and human 
(performance) ones (Shrivastava 1995, p. 957), a framework relating the elements of 
corporate sustainability is necessary to analyze the impact of companies on sustainability as 
well as the organizational processes generating and mediating this impact. As indicated by 
Bhimani and Soonawalla (2005), in the light of the rising importance of corporate 
governance- and CSR-reporting, the integration of these concepts into a connecting 
framework seems necessary from a theoretical perspective as well as from a practical 
perspective, enabling the discourse of conformance and performance reporting issues in a 
comprehensively interlinked manner. And this demand certainly transcends the domain of 
reporting and extends to the subject of managing and analyzing corporate sustainability as a 
whole. 
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Methodology 
Since the 1990s the issue of sustainable development is becoming more and more relevant not 
only in politics, but also in the sphere of business. Besides the reporting of financial data, 
reporting of environmental and social performance is becoming an important part of 
companies reporting practice (Schäfer 2005). This trend is supported by a number of 
international standards such as the Global Compact and guidelines such as the Global 
Reporting Initiative. Besides being guidelines for companies in respect to their reporting, 
these frameworks can be seen as instructions for companies to adjust organizational activities 
in a responsible and sustainable way. And therefore they can be used to derive concrete 
indicators for companies actual and potential contributions to sustainable development.  
In a first step, the methodologies of sustainability ranking of different rating agencies, 
ecological and social standards, and guidelines for sustainability reporting have been surveyed 
and the constituent parts of the different definitions of sustainability and CSR were extracted 
to deduce prevalent elements of corporate sustainability. Since non-financial reports are the 
expression of companies' thoughts about what CSR is (Perrini 2006b) and reporting 
guidelines can be seen as a representation of societal expectations towards companies, 
influencing the way corporate sustainability reporting is conducted, an analysis of these 
sources promises a comprehensive picture of corporate sustainability.  
In a second step, the obtained data was - according to Strauss and Corbin (1990) - coded and 
incrementally grouped within adequate categories. The sum of the constituents of different 
individual concepts of corporate sustainability was used to build a tentative framework of CS. 
In a third step, extensive study of sustainability related literature as well as management 
literature was conducted to supplement the empirical findings with a theoretical foundation. 
Afterwards, non-financial reports from different industries were surveyed using the obtained 
findings. 
Despite a development towards the covering of financial and non-financial data within one 
report in practice (Novo Nordisk 2008 as one example for the full integration of economic, 
ecological and social reporting within a single report; Toyota 2008 as an example for partial 
integration of economic data into a sustainability report), the majority of the examined 
sustainability reporting guidelines was predominantly oriented towards the ecological and the 
social sphere. Therefore in addition to corporate non-financial reports, further sources were 
used to clarify the elements of the economic side of corporate sustainability. The economic 
facet of corporate sustainability has implications within a company as well as beyond (Rufer 
and Huber 2001). Firstly – in a narrow conception - it concerns the economic performance of 
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a company self as a pre-condition for survival and secondly a broader conception also takes 
into account the contributions to the stability of the political-institutional environment in 
which it is embedded (Crane and Matten 2004, p. 25). Accordingly, economic factors relevant 
for the narrow conception of Corporate Sustainability can be found in financial reporting 
whereas factors concerning the wider conception (e.g. creation of jobs, efforts against 
corruption) can be found in non-financial corporate reports. A combination of these sources 
was used to define the constituents of the economic sphere of Corporate Sustainability.  
 
The Domains of Corporate Sustainability 
According to the definition of sustainability, a first basic differentiation of the domains of 
corporate sustainability was observable: the orientation towards economic, ecological and 
societal issues. This is no surprise for most sustainability-reporting guidelines and rating 
methodologies are more or less explicitly in line with the “triple-bottom-line” criteria 
(Elkington 1998), including the economic, ecological and social functions and effects of 
companies described above (even if a majority of companies still covers economic 
performance in a separate report).  
Apart from that, the criteria could be aggregated into two major classes according to their 
orientation towards actual performance in all three spheres of sustainability or towards 
organizational elements facilitating this performance.  
 
Corporate Sustainability Performance - The Organizational Contribution to Sustainable 
Development 
The concrete indicators used in practice to operationalize and measure CS substantiate the 
contributions of companies to the goal of sustainable development described above in an 
abstract manner. In the economic domain, the measurement of performance is standardized 
and carried out in a quantitative and comparable way. Even if the relevance of specific 
indicators is contested, a multitude of indicators is available. 
In the ecological sphere, with rising awareness for environmental issues as well as a rising 
number of legal requirements, measurement of the ecological performance of an enterprise is 
becoming more and more common. In the social sphere, indicators for sustainability range 
from compliance with local and international laws and conventions to discretionary actions 
such as contributions to specific causes and social programs. In both non-financial spheres the 
reporting is partially qualitative and partially quantitative (Perrini 2006b), and still only 
standardized to a limited degree (Schäfer 2005). 
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The sum of the elements of financial as well as non-financial reporting show the range of 
contributions companies can make to sustainable development and insofar, they answer the 
what - question described above and will be referred to as sustainability performance in the 
following. 
These elements of sustainability performance can be put into three categories with a 
decreasing degree of obligation. Following Leisinger (2007), the complexity of corporate 
performance in the sphere of economy, ecology and in the social sphere can be reduced by 
differentiating corporate conduct according to three levels of moral obligation:  a must-
dimension made up by economic and legal constraints, a ought-to-dimension defined by 
moral imperatives (e.g. adherence to rules like human rights which are not legally binding for 
firms) and a can-dimension consisting of further discretionary considerations such as 
donations and philanthropic giving.  
This differentiation is similar to the one described by Carroll (1979) and provides hints to 
consistently combine different aspects of corporate action within one framework. 
As Wood and Jones correctly state (Wood and Jones 1995, p. 232), Carrolls ‘intuitively 
appealing’ model is not very helpful in practice due to the more than ninety different 
combinations of levels of CSR, social issues and philosophies of responsiveness. 
Nevertheless, this differentiation does enable (as described below) the systematic analysis of 
companies contributions to society and it provides a link to connect the economic, 
environmental and social performance of companies within a framework of CS in particular 
and sustainable development in general.  
The reports covering the performance of companies in the different spheres of sustainability 
are usually labelled as sustainability reports, CSR-reports or corporate citizenship reports. 
Further confusion is caused by different definitions of the neighbouring concept of CSR and 
its partial definitional overlapping with CS. Clarification of the relationship of these 
approaches and integration into a consistent framework can mutually enhance their 
explanatory power and is therefore important for theory as well as for practice. Furthermore, 
the clarification of the relation of CSR and sustainable development (and the different 
versions of these concepts used in theory and practice) has the potential to provide a basic 
frame of reference enabling the justification of these approaches beyond mere economic 
reasoning. 
The concept of corporate social responsibility, being defined uncountably frequently, remains 
to be a blurry concept. Attempts to classify different schools of thought dealing with this 
theoretically help to see this matter from different perspectives and to understand the various 
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motivations for responsible behaviour of companies but seldom add to the understanding of 
the relevance of CSR in practice. So occasionally in academic publications it is claimed that 
CSR and CS are more or less synonymous (van Marrewijk and Werre 2003, p.107; Perrini 
2006a, p. 305). A similar overlapping can be found in the use of these concepts by firms 
(Montiel 2008, p. 264). 
The intersection of different definitions of Corporate Social Responsibility studied by 
Dahlsrud (Dahlsrud 2006) revealed, that there is – despite differences – a core common to 
most of the definitions of CSR analyzed: a stakeholder dimension, a social dimension, an 
economic dimension, a voluntariness dimension and an environmental dimension. 
This is a hint for the interrelation of the concepts of CSR and CS which is elaborated by 
Dyllick and Hockerts (2002). In line with the things mentioned above, they name the “triple-
bottom-line” of economic, ecological and social aspects as one key element of Corporate 
Sustainability. This matches the methodology for CSR reporting used in practice (e.g. Hitachi 
2008; Orange 2006; Vattenfall 2007), as it is suggested by the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI 2006).  
Despite the use of some definitional criteria of CSR within this analysis, the attempt of a 
detailed definition of CSR is – following Matten and Moon (Matten and Moon 2008, p. 405) 
– not undertaken within this paper. Lacking a dominant paradigm (Lockett et al 2006, p. 133), 
this would only add another definition to the extensive amount of existing ones. Therefore, 
the focus here is on the features common to many of the prominent definitions of CSR.  
As defined above, contributing to sustainable development firstly means contributing to the 
generation of economic welfare while diminishing and in the optimal case completely 
avoiding negative impacts on the eco-system and the society. These impacts can be defined as 
inefficiencies caused by imperfections of the market-system (Schreyögg 2008). When firms 
endeavour to reduce these negative impacts by means of a CSR policy (for the case of 
external effects see Heal 2005), CSR can be seen as an integral element of corporate 
sustainability and one step towards sustainable development (see also Loew et al 2004). A 
direct link between CSR and sustainable development can be found in the agenda of the 
European Union (European Commission 2002), highlighting the important role CSR and 
therewith business plays to achieve sustainable development.  
Even if the concept of CSR is defined differently throughout the literature, sometimes 
intermingled with the concept of corporate social performance, sometimes seen as a principle 
anteceding socially desirable outcomes within the framework of corporate social performance 
(Wood 1991), there seems to be consensus, that CSR is an important constituent of firms 
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contributions to sustainable development which can be identified as CS. But the voluntary 
character of CSR makes clear that CSR and CS are not synonymous, because a portion of 
corporate contributions to sustainable development is certainly compulsory, such as the 
compliance with economic, environmental and social regulation. Therefore the relationship 
between CSR, CS and sustainable development visualized in figure 1 is proposed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Relationship of corporate social responsibility, corporate sustainability 
                                and sustainable development (following Loew et al. 2004) 
 
 
Corporate Sustainability Competencies - The Organizational Prerequisites for 
Corporate Sustainability 
In addition to the performance indicators described above, the analyzed sources contain a 
second set of factors relating to the integration of sustainability-orientation into the 
management of a firm. Addressing the ability of a firm to formulate and realize a sustainable 
agenda or strategy, to adapt to changes and to control sustainability performance, reference to 
a sustainability-oriented system of organizational structures, rules and practices can be found 
in the mentioned sources. Examples range from sustainability strategies and the link between 
board member and CEO compensation packages and sustainability goals to sustainability 
controlling and reporting practice, codes of conduct and sustainability training down to 
employee incentives and the attitude towards sustainability of every single member of a 
company. This heterogeneous complex of formal and informal elements can be regarded as 
the answer to the how-question looking for ways to achieve and continue corporate 
sustainable performance made operational by the what-question.  
One the one hand, structural and formal features are mentioned, e.g. the designation of 
particular officers or organisational units responsible for sustainability and codes of conduct 
formalizing guidelines to attain certain economic, ecological or social aims. On the other 
CSR CS Sustainable 
Development 
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hand, informal features are mentioned in corporate non-financial reports. An example is the 
reference to values like integrity and trust (Procter&Gamble 2008, p. 26) or honesty, respect 
(Shell 2007, p. 32) and commitment (Coca Cola 2008, p. 5). Even if the managerial side of 
sustainability is mentioned in a portion of sustainability reports in different forms (such as the 
link between corporate governance and sustainability or corporate responsibility structure 
within an organization, according to KPMG 2005, p.19), in practice not all companies 
recognize this as an indispensable element of a consistent sustainability strategy and reporting 
(KPMG 2008, p. 28). 
The attainment of all or some of the indicators for sustainability performance described above 
at a specific point of time alone should not be considered sufficient to evaluate the overall 
contribution of a company to sustainable development. Compliance with the goal of 
sustainable development could also have incidental reasons without the management thinking 
about sustainability at all, making an ongoing positive sustainability performance rather 
unlikely. As noted by Morgan et al. (2009, p.43), features like structural orientation towards 
sustainability, reporting practice or codes of conduct do not necessarily indicate how well a 
company does manage sustainability related issues, even if the ‘presence and depth of 
governance mechanisms, operating structures and systems provides at least some feel for 
corporate conduct in this space’. But ‘some feel’ is definitely not enough to be taken as a 
valid measure for a company’s actual sustainability performance. 
Suggestions to include sustainability issues into corporate governance (Aras and Crowther 
2004) make clear that sustainability-orientation within companies needs to be considered in a 
systematic way. The totality of formal and informal mechanisms and processes oriented 
towards meeting societal expectations - as called for by Griffin for the case of corporate social 
performance (Griffin 2000) - will be denoted as sustainability competencies in the following. 
This is pursuant to the notion of dynamic capabilities (Teece et al. 1997; Teece 2007), which 
refers to “…distinct skills, processes, procedures, organizational structures, decision rules, 
and disciplines…” as the microfoundations of the capabilities underlying superior long-run 
business performance (Teece 2007, p. 1319) in complex business environments. Since the 
spheres of sustainability represent a changing business environment (Jenkins 2009), the 
specific organizational features defined below can be seen as fundamental for a firm’s ability 
to attain long-run sustainability performance. 
According to the differentiation of sustainability performance into the three spheres of 
sustainability, also on the organizational side an orientation towards one of these spheres can 
be found. Examples for this dedication are environment management systems in the 
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environmental sphere, corporate governance rules in the economic sphere or ethical trainings 
in the social sphere of corporate sustainability.  
Besides this sorting according to the spheres of sustainability, organizational elements can be 
further differentiated. From a point of practicability for the use in the analysis of sustainability 
competencies, a differentiation according to their degree of formalization and therefore 
visibility can be applied. Stubbs and Cocklin (Stubbs and Cocklin 2008, p. 114), divide the 
intra-organizational (as well as the extra-organizational) setting relevant for the sustainability 
of a business into the categories of structural and cultural attributes. Following this approach, 
sustainability competencies can be described as rooted in the organizational structure (e.g. 
sustainability-specific units within a firm, codified rules) as well as in the informal 
organization (e.g. values, emergent norms, routines). According to propositions of the notion 
of enterprise governance (Hamaker 2003; CIMA/IFAC 2004), the sum of formal 
organizational elements concerning corporate sustainability will be referred to as 
sustainability governance. This comprises structural arrangements which range from the 
strategic level – in form of the designation of a board member for sustainability issues – to 
staff functions like corporate centers for sustainability down to the operational level, e.g. in 
the form of committees as well as codified rules such as agreements on objectives and codes 
of conduct.  
However, the value of such codified is rules is very limited if they are not translated into 
everyday practice and lived by the members of an organisation (Post et al. 2002). 
Accordingly, apart from formal factors, informal elements and operational practices rooted in 
organizational culture can be seen as a further pre-condition for implementing and 
maintaining the desired goal of CS, as deGraaf and Herkströter noted for the case of the 
institutionalisation of corporate social performance (concerning the close relation of corporate 
social performance and corporate sustainability, see below) in the governance structure of 
companies (deGraaf and Herkströter 2007, p. 187). These informal elements will be referred 
to as sustainability culture.  
Being less visible, this informal kind of integration of sustainability into an organization – 
“organizationwide dedication” (Hart 1995, p. 1002) - is much harder to implement as well as 
to assess than the structural and formal elements of an organization, but partially dependent 
on that. Nonetheless, only the institutionalization of commitment to sustainability and ethical 
behaviour guarantees that decisions – from the strategic down to the operational level – are 
made in a sustainably desirable way (for the institutionalization of ethics see Sims 1991; Sims 
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1992) and is hence an indispensable foundation of reliable and enduring sustainability 
performance.  
Therefore formal elements of corporate sustainability competencies in combination with an 
organizational culture dedicated to sustainability can be seen as the organizational pre-
conditions for corporate sustainability (Morsing and Oswald 2009).  
This underlines that to realize the goal of CS, it has to be addressed on all organizational 
levels, from strategy and corporate governance (as an example for the importance of corporate 
governance for environmental performance see Ceres 2008) to routines governing daily 
operational practice.  
This differentiation illustrates that various organizational pre-conditions for corporate 
sustainability exist; not in a top-down-style, but rather in form of the consistent interaction of 
different organisational levels (Benn et al. 2007). An example for this can be the abatement of 
corruption: mentioning this issue in a code of conduct is only one element of a successful 
anti-corruption policy. According to a KPMG study, three quarters of the G250 companies are 
doing this as published in their corporate responsibility reports (KPMG 2008). The reason for 
this proclaimed initiative against corruption could be real commitment. Then according action 
should be visible on the operational level (Murphy 2005). Another motivation for mentioning 
corruption in a code of conduct could be adjustment processes which can be described by 
isomorphic pressures within organizational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Holder-Webb 
2008). If this is the case, the absence of further corruption-related action is not surprising. 
This makes clear that - beyond the disclosure of good intention - specific procedures need to 
be executed to assure the envisioned goals. According to the cited KPMG study, corruption-
related practices are only disclosed by 44% of the companies. This highlights the 
inconsistencies in the domain of non-financial reporting and can be seen as exemplary for the 
organizational domain of corporate sustainability as a whole. 
This makes clear that the pre-condition for constant sustainability performance is a consistent 
management and organizational integration of sustainability. The intention alone as well as 
the announcement of this intention, e.g. in the form of a code of conduct, is hardly sufficient 
to attain and sustain the aspired goals. Only the harmonic interplay of different formal and 
informal organizational elements and an integrated orientation towards sustainability will 
permit and also maintain that goal. 
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A Framework of Corporate Sustainability and its Prerequisites 
In the following (see Figure 2) it is proposed to combine the observations and conclusions 
described above within a comprehensive framework of corporate sustainability. As stated by 
Teece, a framework endeavours to identify classes and their interrelations, being less rigorous 
than a model (Teece 2007). So in the following, the distinctions made above will be integrated 
into a common framework. It must not be understood as prescription but rather as the 
description and summation of components of sustainability performance and sustainability 
competencies. Specific configurations of the different elements of sustainability competencies 
crucial for a successful and enduring realisation of sustainability performance need to be 
explored in further research. 
The fundamental differentiation is made between the sphere of sustainability competencies (as 
the promoter of companies’ contribution to sustainable development) signifying the future 
orientation of management and sustainability performance (as the contribution of companies 
to sustainable development). Between these two spheres exists a causal relationship whereas 
sustainability competencies and its various components can be regarded as the means to attain 
the end of sustainability performance. The social responsibility categories can be understood 
as different degrees of obligation to attain sustainability performance. Furthermore, the two 
spheres can be divided into three columns, representing the different domains of corporate 
sustainability. This differentiation appears to be somewhat artificial in the sphere of 
performance, since most effects of corporate action rarely are restricted exclusively on a 
single domain (e.g. illegal dumping of waste has negative consequences for the environment 
and either positive (if not revealed) or negative (if revealed and fined) economic 
consequences for the dumping firm. In many cases it is even more complicated to exclusively 
assign specific organizational elements or processes to a single domain of sustainability. 
Nonetheless the differentiation is useful to emphasize and analyze the multifunctionality (and 
potential ambiguity) of many organizational elements and actions as well as the ambiguity of 
their impacts and underlines the complexity of sustainable management.  
By visualizing the different spheres of sustainability and different degrees of obligation of 
corporate contributions to sustainability on the one hand and the organizational prerequisites 
for these contributions on the other, the framework allows to scrutinize particular approaches 
to CSR and sustainability. Furthermore, according to this systematization, steps toward the 
consistent construction of sustainability-metrics can be undertaken 
Being a relatively simple visualization of different constituents of corporate sustainability, the 
proposed framework disregards connections and interactions between elements. However, it 
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is open for expansion. Attempts towards the explanation of interdependencies between the 
economic, social and environmental aspects of corporate sustainability have been made 
already (Dyllick and Hockerts 2002) and are compatible with the proposed framework. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Framework of corporate sustainability performance and its organizational pre-conditions 
 
Application of the Proposed Framework 
By means of the outlined schema it is possible to visually classify and relate different 
elements of corporate sustainability. Theoretically it is possible to relate the outcomes of 
corporate behaviour in economic, ecological and social respect and the organizational 
processes and structures leading to those outcomes. 
Furthermore, the developed schema can be used as a guide to systematically investigate the 
different elements of corporate sustainability. The pre-conditions for sustainable performance 
can be identified as well as the outcomes of these organisational features. Accordingly, 
deficits in organizational or practical implementation can be tagged and dealt with to facilitate 
sustainable performance well anchored in organisational structure and culture. 
By means of a simple 2x2-matrix (see figure 3), both the degree of sustainability performance 
of a company and the degree of implementation of sustainability competencies can be related. 
From the position of a company within the matrix further necessary steps can be derived. 
Examples for the application of the matrix are given in figure 3: anchoring sustainability 
performance in organizational structure and culture and thereby stabilizing it (1), realizing 
sustainability aims already intended in the organizational structure and/or latently available in  
organizational culture(2) or building sustainability competencies (implementing a 
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sustainability-oriented structures and promoting a sustainability-oriented culture) to achieve 
sustainability performance (3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Degree of sustainability competencies and sustainability performance 
 
The description of the close interrelation of the conceptions of CS and CSR explicated above 
and the fact that elements of both concepts are contained in the proposed framework 
furthermore facilitate to compare the features specific for different definitions of CSR, such as 
the relation between law and CSR (e.g. the inclusion of legal responsibility in Carrolls model 
vs. the emphasis on voluntariness in many definitions of CSR in practice). So the framework 
provides the means to sharpen the meaning of CSR on the one hand and to analyze given 
references to CSR on the other. This seems to be necessary, since still a company giving a 
marginal fraction of its revenue for philanthropic purposes and a firm avoiding any negative 
external effects on ecosystem and society both call this extra-economic activity CSR – but 
mean rather different things. Accordingly, the analysis of CSR will only gain insights if the 
notion of CSR becomes more differentiated.  
Apart from that the framework enables the consistent and theoretically useful integration of 
CSR within the framework of CS and the justification of CSR as a contribution to sustainable 
development. 
 
Limitations and Areas of Further Development 
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does not take into account different further reaching aspects of the contribution of companies 
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Even if indicated by the bidirectional arrows between the organizational antecedents of 
sustainability and the sustainability performance, the interplay between the different sections 
is much more complex. Both between the different aspects of sustainability performance (e.g. 
increase of economic performance due to enhanced social performance mediated by 
reputation) and between the different managerial domains (e.g. competition for resources 
among managerial units of a firm) there are manifold interactions, feedback processes and 
side- and after effects. To further investigate these interrelations, the framework is open to 
upgrading 
A further caveat is necessary concerning the simplified display of the levels of organizational 
integration within the sphere of sustainability competencies. The layering should not suggest a 
hierarchical ordering of formal and informal antecedents of sustainability, but appears to be 
useful to analytically separate different ways of managing sustainability, which may also vary 
within a single company (Wood 1991, p. 707). Moreover, the differentiation of different 
degrees of organisational implementation is rather theoretical. In practice often an inextricable 
mixture of structural and cultural features exists and the existence of structures alone is just a 
necessary condition for constant sustainability performance, becoming only sufficient in 
combination within a healthy, communicative and adaptive organizational culture (Lyon 
2004). Also in practice, the processes of sustainability management are not independent, but 
rather influenced and constrained by other managerial processes and organizational elements. 
Another constraint of the framework is the static picture of sustainability it suggests. Being 
essentially a dynamic concept based on adaptation and innovation, only specific aspects of 
sustainability in general and corporate sustainability in particular can be described by a static 
framework. 
Not taking into account the external motivations for a sustainable corporate orientation or the 
pressures leading to such an orientation, the framework is open to extension. As proposed by 
Delmas and Toffel (Delmas and Toffel 2004) for environmental management, corporate 
sustainability as a whole could be related to the institutional framework and the organisational 
field in which a company operates. Thereby it could be possible to analyze the impact of 
specific drivers of CS on sustainability performance mediated by organisational features. 
Positive feedback mechanisms as well as obstructive contradictions can be detected and 
modes of explanation can be found. Integrating heterogeneous aspects of organisations, the 
proposed framework of corporate sustainability offers a multitude of connection points with 
neighboring approaches. 
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Conclusion 
Apart from these constraints, the proposed framework endeavors to comprehensively define 
the concept of corporate sustainability, overcoming the common concentration on usually 
only one or two domains of sustainability, disregarding the necessity of the simultaneous 
analysis of the corporate impact on the economy, the eco-system and the society. Moreover, it 
identifies formal and informal organizational elements (sustainability competencies) as pre-
conditions for positive corporate sustainability performance.  
With the differentiation between these areas of CS, it enables the analysis of the relation 
between organizational elements and their outcomes as well as the analysis of each of these 
spheres alone. As called for by Margolis and Walsh concerning social initiatives by business 
(Margolis and Walsh 2003, p. 288), the framework allows to systematically study the 
measures taken to achieve corporate sustainability – from organizational design and execution 
to control and monitoring. The interdependencies between these processes and their impact on 
the generation of sustainability performance can be assessed taking into account the immense 
increase of complexity business is confronted with when it seriously pursues the aim of 
corporate sustainability. Furthermore, with respect to non-financial reporting, the distinction 
between sustainability performance on the one hand and the dimension of sustainability 
competencies signifying the future orientation of management on the other hand clarifies that 
only if both these dimensions are considered - as separate dimensions with differing 
explanatory potential - present corporate sustainability as well as the potential of a firm to 
pursue this performance can be assessed in a dependable way. 
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